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STATUS OF THE WILD TURKEY IN SOUTHWES TERN 
ILLINOIS IN 1970 
Abs tract: Wild-trapped turkey were firs t releas ed in south­
wes tern Il linois in 1959. This , and subs equent releas es have 
es tablished a huntable popul ation of wild turkey in the area. 
Until 1970, no evaluation of the s tatus of the bird had been 
made . This s tudy was conducted in June , July , Augus t and 
S eptember , 1970, to determine the dis tributio n ,  productivity 
and rel ative abundance of the wild turkey in Alexander , 
Jackson , Union and Wil l iamson Counties and to make reco mmen­
d ations for future management of the popul ation . Information 
was suppl ied by rural mail carriers , Il lino is Department of 
Co ns ervation and u. s. Fores t S ervice pers onnel and local 
res idents together with field wo rk by the autho r .  Dens ities 
were rated high in s ix areas ; moderate dens ities were found 
adj acent to and between areas of high dens ity; low dens ity 
areas were also documented. Cons iderable range expans ion 
fro m  the original wild-trapped releas e  s ites was no ted . 
Areas for future range expans ion were limited by habitat , 
l and us e and human dis turbances , and by phys ical b arriers . 
Productivity was found to sufficiently high to maintain or 
increas e popul ations . Rainfal l and flooding were s evere 
enough during the peak of hatching and the period of young 
poults to be po tential ly res trictive to productivity. 
Reco mmendations for future management practices include: 
310482 
us e of one s tandardized ro ads ide census and the es tablish­
ment of spring gobbler counts to determine popul ation 
trends ; census es by rural mail carriers , but fo r a shorter 
period o f  time; additional brood s tudies to evaluate brood 
survival; continued res ident interviews to monitor range 
and popul ation changes . 
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Il l ino is lies within the orig inal g eographic range o f  
the eas tern wild turkey ( Meleagris gallo pavo s ilves tris ) 
(Aldrich 1967) . Fores ted areas of the s tate apparently 
supported large popul ations ( Wright 1915) ; however , the las t  
native wild turkeys in Illino is were kil l ed in 1903 ( Felg er 
1909) . Wild turkeys underwent a s imil ar decl ine on a na­
tional bas is .  Populations in s o me parts o f  the range were 
exterminated and o thers were s everely reduced ( Aldrich 1967) . 
The major factor res pons ible for the popul ation decl ine was 
the reduction of fores t habitat. S pecific l and us e prac­
tices which contributed to the fal l of turkey numbers in­
cluded lumbering , mining , grazing and clearing . Thes e 
activities , coupled with exces s ive hunting pressure over 
l ong periods of time, el iminated or reduced popul ations 
throughout much of the range ( Leopold and Dalke 1943; Lewis 
1959; S ickels 1959; Shaffer and Gwynn 1967) . 
Attempts to re-introduce the wild turkey in Il l ino is 
began in 1935 when the u. s. Fores t S ervice releas ed an 
uns pecified number of pen-rais ed birds in the P ine Hills 
region of Jackson County (Hendricks 1969). The IDC (Illi­
nois Department of Conservation) released "thousands" of 
game farm turkeys in southern Illinois between 1954 and 
1959 (Calhoun 1966). These releases were labeled failures 
(Hendricks 1969). Illinois was not alone in failing to 
re-establish turkeys using game farm stock. Throughout the 
range of the wild turkey, genetic and morphological dif­
ferences between ga�e farm and wild stock prevented suc­
cessful re-establishment from pen raised birds (Leopold 
1944; Knoder 1959). As a result, the use of wild-trapped 
birds for such efforts was recommended (Foote 1959). 
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Wild-trapped turkeys were first released in Illinois 
in 1959 (Calhoun 1966). Between 1959 and 1964, wild-trapped 
birds from Mississippi, Arkansas and West Virginia were 
released in Alexander and Jackson Counties and became the 
nucleus of an established population. Additional releases 
were made in 1966 (Hendricks 1969) with wild-trapped birds 
from West Virginia. The success of these wild-trapped in­
troductions was best evidenced by the fact that wild turkey 
populations were considered high enough in Alexander, Union 
and Jackson in 1970 to warrant a spring· gobbler hunt--the 
first.legal season on wild turkey in Illinois since their 
disappearance. 
Future management of wild turkey in southern Illinois 
is dependent on the acquisition of reliable data on distri­
bution, productivity and relative abundance. This is a 
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report of a study conducted from June 1 to September 5, 1970, 
in parts of Alexander, Jackson, Union and Williamson Coun­
ties (Fig. 1). The objectives were to obtain information on 
the present status of wild turkey populations and to develop 
recommendations for future management practices. The work 
was carried out under the direction of the Illinois Depart­
ment of Conservation with financial assistance from the 
Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife under Federal Aid 
Project W-63-R. Acknowledgement is made to Drs. Richard D. 
Andrews, L. Barrie Hunt and Pat J. Doctor for advise and 
counsel extended and for reviewing this report; the Illinois 
Department of Conservation, particularly John c. Calhoun, 
for providing the opportunity to carry out the study; and 
the cooperating rural mail carriers and supervisors, Forest 
Service ai:d Illinois Department of Conservation personnel, 
and the many residents who contributed data. 
Methods 
Distribution, productivity and relative density data 
were obtained from information supplied by rural mail car­
riers, u. S. Forest Service personnel, IDC biologists and 
residents on the study area. Field work by the author was 
used to supplement these sources and provide data from areas 
not covered by other workers. 
Mail carriers were used in an attempt to provide for a 
periodic census of wild turkeys during the spring and summer 
months. Rural carriers were contacted and supplied with 
•, 
Figure 1. Study area (shaded) in Alexander,
�
Jackson, Union and Williamson 
Counties, Illinois, on which distribution, productivity and relative 
density were detennined June-September, 1970. 
tn 
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census fo.rms to record all sightings of wild turkey adults 
and broods. Directions for completing the fo.rms, as well as 
brief pointers on sexing adult birds, were on each fo.rm. 
When sightings were made, the following data were to be 
recorded: date, time, location, number of birds, sex of 
individuals, number of poults (for each brood seen), and a 
general description of young birds (e.g. color, size, .amount 
of feathering, flight capabilities). The carriers were 
requested to return the fo.rm each week in pre-stamped and 
pre-addressed envelopes provided during the initial contact. 
If no sightings were made, no fo.rms were to be mailed. As 
a followup, each carrier was again contacted in July to 
verify his reported results--or the lack of them. 
Routes and distances regularly traveled by the rural 
carriers were dete.rmined from maps in the post offices from 
which each carrier was dispatched. These routes were trans­
ferred to a master map of the study area from which the 
number of miles traveled per day per township was calculated. 
Accessible areas not covered by regular mail routes 
were then included in five regular census routes drLven by 
the author. Routes of 12, 15, 17, 17, and 21 miles were 
driven once each week between 0600 and 1100. Initially the 
routes were also driven in the evening, but evening driving 
was abandoned during the fourth week after failing to pro­
vide data. The combination of these routes and those of the 
mail carriers covered all accessible roads in the study area. 
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Forest S ervice personnel were contacted and s upplied 
with census forms s imil ar to tho s e  given the rural mail 
carriers . They were asked to participate becaus e of their 
pres ence in areas which were no t normal ly open to the public 
and their interes t  in wildlife populations in the Shawnee 
National Fores t, but the irregularity of the movements and 
work hours prohibited the us e of this information as index 
data. Forms returned by thes e people were us ed to obtain 
data on dis tribution and productivity. 
IDC biologis ts and cons ervation officers were asked to 
report their turkey sightings and all sightings reported to 
them . Sightings reported to IDC personnel were fol lowed up, 
when pos s ible, by personal interviews fo r more precise in­
formation . Local res idents were interviewed in al l regions 
o f  the s tudy area to obtain an area-wide meas ure of dis tri­
bution, abundance and productivity. They were queried as to 
whether they had s een birds in the vicinity, the number s een, 
number of broods s een, composition of broods and s ex o f  
adult birds . Tho s e  reporting broods were asked fo r a physi­
cal description of the young birds and an es timate of the 
age of the brood. Aging of poul ts by r-es idents was facili­
tated by s howing the obs erver pictures o f  turkey poults at 
one week intervals (Nixon 1962) . P roductivity was measured 
by determining weekly changes in average brood s iz e .  Counts 
of complete, "single hen" broods s een by res idents, IDC and 
Fores t Service pers onnel and the author were us ed to 
calcul ate average brood size. 
Wheeler ( 1948) and Bailey and Rinell ( 19 68) indicated 
that heavy rains during the firs t few weeks in the life of 
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a turkey poul t probably repres ent the greates t danger to the 
survival of t.he young bird . In order to determine the 
po tential threat of rainfal l in the area on turkey produc­
tion, rainfall data for April, May, June and July were 
obtained from the u. s. Fores t S ervice Headquarters at 
Jonesboro . 
Heavily fores ted regions of the Shawnee National 
Fores t were rel atively inacces s ible to normal automobile 
traffic. In thes e areas, information was obtained from 
Fores t S ervice personnel and field work by the author. I 
entered thes e areas on foo t, or with a four-wheel drive 
vehicle, and searched for turkeys or s igns of their pres ence. 
Efforts were concentrated along fire trail s  and around the 
numerous clearings cons tructed by the Fores t S ervice as 
part of the wildlife management plans for the Fores t. Each 
clearing or fire trail examined was divided into approximate 
quarters . The occurrence of each s ign ( dus ting area, 
droppings, tracks, or mol ted feather) was given a unit value 
of one. The to tal tinits for all quarters of each area 
examined were used to es timate the rel ative dens ity for that 
s ection. More than 11 units were rated as high dens ity; 5 
to 10 as moderate ; and 0 to 4 as low. Examination of tracks 
found during this phas e s erved also to determine if broods 
were us ing the area and , thus , provide information on 
productivity fo r the area. 
Resul ts 
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Dis tribution and rel ative abundance of the wild turkey 
on the s tudy area in s outhwes tern Illinois ( Fig .  2) were 
determined by plo tting each s ection in which birds or s ign 
were s een and the number of birds s een or s ign value for 
that s quare mile .  Obs ervations included 127 s ightings o f  
265 hens , 27 gobbl ers and 192 poults . The author accounted 
for 39 hens , 6 gobbl ers and 48 poults ; rural mail carriers 
accounted for 16 hens and 1 gobbler; Fores t S ervice and 
IDC personnel reported 8 hens , 3 gobb l ers and 17 poults . 
The remaining 202 hens , 17 gobblers and 127 poul ts were 
reported by res idents . In addition , 125 birds were reported 
by res idents fo r which no s ex could be determined. Relative 
dens ity values fo r a given s ection were cons idered high if 
four o r  mo re b irds or mo re than one brood were s een; two or 
three adults or one brood was rated as moderate; and a 
s ingl e  adul t was rated as low. If birds o r  groups of birds 
were s een in two s ections , their numbers were counted in 
both areas . 
The 1970 dis tribution of turkeys resul ted fro m the 
expans ion of the releas ed wild s tock birds and their progeny 
fro m the four rel eas e s ites sho wn in·figure 2. ·A fifth 
rel eas e s i te ,  the area around Horsesho e  Lake , l ying jus t 
outside the s tudy area to the s outhwes t ,  apparently fail ed 
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to acco mmod ate wild turkey. It was determined from IDC 
personnel prior to the s tart o f  the s tudy that the Hors eshoe 
Lake area no longer held turkeys . Bas ed on this pre-s tudy 
info rmation ,  the area was omitted from the s tudy area. 
S ix regions ( Fig . 2) had notably higher popul ations 
of wild turkeys bas ed on the number of actual s ightings or 
the amount o f  s ign pres ent. Four o f  thes e were located in 
heavily timbered areas of the Shawnee National Fores t:  
on the Alexander-Union County line; northcentral Alexander 
County; s outhcentral Union County; and northwes t Union 
County. A fifth region of high popul ation was found in an 
oak fores t bo ttomland in southwes tern Jacks on County along 
the Big Muddy River. The s ixth area was j us t  eas t of Illi­
nois Route 127 and north of Illinois Route 146. This area 
was predominately privately owned farm l and . Approximatel y 
55% of this area was wooded , 10% in row crops and 35% in 
·pas ture o r  idle . All s ix areas pro vided cons iderable timber , 
some open areas and an abundant s upply of water and at leas t 
a moderate degree of s o litude . 
Regions of moderate popul ations ( Fig . 2) were found 
to lie adj acent to and between areas of. the highes t popul a­
tions . Decreas es in relative abundance appeared to be 
as s ociated with increas es of human popul ations , agricul tural 
operations and car and r ail traffic. 
Wild turkeys were reported, o r  indications of their 
pres ence were no ted in o ther s ections ( Fig . 2) , but in more 
12 
l imited numbers . Thes e areas of low po pul ations met , for 
the mos t  part, only minimal habitat requir��ents . Fanning , 
mining , lumbering , indus trial and recreational activities 
make cons iderabl e demands on thes e areas . A general de­
creas e in the amount of timbered l and is evident in thes e 
s ections compared to thos e  suppo rting high and moderate 
po pul ations . 
Information on wild turkey pro duction, o btained from 
personal o bs ervations , res ident interviews and census fo rms , 
was s eparated into three categories : hatching , brood s iz e  
and distribution. Hatching dates for 46 broods (Fig. 3) 
were determined to the neares t week by aging poults accord­
ing to Nixon (1962) and backdating . Bas ed on this informa­
tion , hatching began during the firs t week o f  May and con­
tinued until the midd l e  o f  July. Thes e data further indicate 
that the maj ority ( 58% ) of the 1970 broods were h atched 
between the middle of May and the middle o f  June. The peak 
hatching week was the las t full week of May during which 
21% of the o bs erved poul ts were believed hatched . 
Rainfal l  ( Fig. 3) was extremely heavy during hatching 
and the time of young poul ts . Over four inches of rain fell 
during the two weeks · of peak hatching. A total of 19.6 
inches fell during April , May and June. Although southern 
Illinois characteris tically has heavy s pring rains , the 1970 
to tal was "well above" no rmal according to Fores t S ervice 
officials at Jones bo ro .  Flooding , as a resul t of thes e 
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Figure 3. Hatching dates fo r 46 wil d  turkey broods in 1970 determined by aging 
poul ts and b ackdating and rainfall May 6-JW1e 15. 
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rains , was rather s evere and long-l as ting. 
Sufficient information was obtained on 35 "s ingle hen" 
broods to determine average brood s ize at two week intervals .  
Average brood s ize decl ined from a peak o f  8.3 poul ts per 
brood in l ate May and early June to 3.6 in mid-July. In 
l ate July, the average ros e  s l ightly to 4.8 before falling 
to a s eas onal low of 3.0 in late Augus t. 
In al l , 77 broods were documented in 48 different 
s ections of the s tudy area. S ightings were generally dis ­
tributed in the high and moderate dens ity areas shown in 
figure 2. 
S ixteen rural mail carriers drove a combined average 
of 636 miles per day for 76 days while cooperating in this 
s tudy. Only two reported s ighting adul t birds on their 
regular routes . A total of 17 adults and no broods were 
s een during the s tudy by the mail carriers for an average 
of 0.03 adult birds per 100 miles driven . Their routes 
usually s tarted at 070 0  and ended about 1300. One carrier 
reported a s ingl e  s ighting of 11 poultles s hens in northern 
Alexander County. This repres ented the l arges t "flock "  of 
adult turkeys s een during the s tudy. One o ther carrier 
reported five individual s ightings of five poul tless hens 
and one gobbler in Union County. 
Acces s ibl e  ro ads no t co vered by regul ar mail routes 
were covered by the author in one of five morning census 
routes. Only one of thes e ,  a 17 mil es route.in Jackson 
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County, resulted in turkey sightings. Sixteen hens, 1 
gobbler, and two broods--of 8 and 3 poults--were seen during 
the 14 times the route was driven. Sightings were made as 
early as 0610 and as late as 1045. An average of 12.3 
adults and 7.9 poults were seen per 100 miles driven along 
this route. 
Discussion 
Portions of the southern Illinois counties making up 
the Shawnee National Forest have the physical and biotic 
conditions suited to the eastern wild turkey (Hendricks 
1969) . Most of the land area within the Forest, and much of 
the adjacent lands, provide the necessary combination of 
timber, food, water, clearings and relative solitude needed 
by the wild turkey. Prior to 1959, the one missing factor 
for a healthy turkey population was a true wild turkey stock. 
Introduction of wild-trapped birds placed the proper stock 
in nearly ideal surroundings. The remarkable population 
growth and range expansion that followed reflects the virtue 
of understanding the needs of a species and directing manage­
ment to meet those needs. 
Continued management and protection of the existing 
population will improve the probability of further growth 
and expansion. Range expans ion in southwestern Illinois is 
severely limited to the north, west, and south by the pres­
ence of the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers, rapidly decreasing 
forest lands, more intense farming practices and growing 
16 
human populations. Future range expansion, therefore, will 
be primarily to the east along and through the Shawnee 
National Forest. Eventually, wild turkey populations should 
become established throughout the entire width of extreme 
southern Illinois. The primary range, however, will be 
limited to the Shawnee where habitat management conducive 
to turkey populations is being carried out and disturbance 
is minimal. Suitable and improved habitat will be entered 
by the dispersing birds and will support populations to the 
extent compatible with the area. 
Due to quality differences of existing habitat, den­
sities should continue to be high in those areas now sup­
porting the highest populations (Fig. 2). Populations should 
increase in other areas, but limited by habitat deficiencies 
and the extent of human disturbances. Bailey and Rinell 
(1968) found that numbers of wild turkey in West Virginia 
seemed to be inversely proportional to human populations on 
a given area. This being the case, one of the major attri­
butes of the Shawnee is its relative solitude. 
Densities, can, however, be expected to fluctuate-­
even in the best of habitat--if use patterns are altered. 
Local populations will sUffer as areas are logged or made 
attractive to the public by the construction of additional 
or better roads, trails, campgrounds and picnic areas. 
Future management, therefore, must pay close attention to 
the existing and potential human activities on the area. 
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Expansion and growth of the wild turkey populations 
would not have occurred without successful reproduction. 
Brood studies represent one method of evaluating wild turkey 
productivity (Mosby 1967) . Without the necessary harvest 
data to determine hen:poult ratios (Powell 1965 ; Mosby 
1967) , brood studies represent possibly the only method of 
determining productivity in Illinois. Resident interviews 
and reports from IDC and Forest Service personnel can pro­
vide the necessary data to monitor productivity. The cred­
ibility of these information sources was tested in Virginia 
(McDowell 195 6) and Missouri (Dalke et al 1946) and found 
to be reliable. Studies in Illinois must use only counts 
of complete and "single hen" broods as advised by McDowell 
(195 6) to maintain reliability. Although attempts were made 
in this study to follow these guidelines, it is probable 
that some brood counts were partial or that mixed broods 
were counted as one. This probability casts some doubt on 
the accuracy of the brood size data. However, based on 
conclusions by McDowell (195 6) and Dalke et al (1946) the 
data can be considered acceptable. 
Based on the 1970 study, reproduction occurred through­
out the range and with sufficient brood survival to maintain 
or increase numbers. The peak of hatching was believed to 
have occurred near the first of June (Fig. 3), similar to 
that found in Missouri (Dalke et al 1946) and West Virginia 
(Bailey and Rinell 1968). During the peak of hatching, 
abno rmally high rainfal l  ( Fig. 3) fell--a s ituation which 
can be dis as terous for a young poult. 
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Brood count data indicated los s es o f  nearly 64% from 
June to September. This was a much higher loss than the 
20 -25 % reported by Mo sby ( 19 6 7) us ing s imil ar data. These 
los ses were probably even more s evere, as D alke et al ( 1946 )  
po int out, s ince the averages would not include completely 
decimated broods . Wheeler ( 1948) des cribed direct poult 
losses caus ed by wet weather ( due to fatigue and exposure) 
and indirect los ses ( due to concentrations c aus ed by high 
water, thereby increas ing vulnerability to predation and 
po aching) . Conditions were pres ent during this s tudy for 
both direct and indirect losses to exert cons iderable in­
fluence on turkey productivity through poult mortal ity. I 
conclude that wet weather and related flooding that o ccurred 
in southern Illino is in the Spring of 1970 were the prime 
factors causing abnormal poul t losses on the area. This 
contention is given further support by the brood s ize data 
which showed a marked decrease in:l.tially, fo l lowed by a more 
s table s i tuation reflecting the decreased vulnerability of 
o lder poul ts. 
According to Wheeler ( 1948) , re-nes ting does o ccur in 
wild turkey, but made only s light contributions to fall popu­
l ations in Alabama. The secondary hatching peak ( Fig. 3) 
sugges ts that re-nes ting did occur in southwes tern Illino is 
in 19 70 and was of sufficient magnitude ( 15 %  of broods 
observed ) to contribute substantially to fall populations. 
Considering that the broods were hatched in a period of 
reduced rainfall, their contribution was probably even 
greater, due to a higher survival potential. 
Brood losses late in the season were less drastic. 
19 
The largest late season decline appeared to coincide with 
the opening of squirrel season (August 1) in southern · 
Illinois. Though no absolute correlation can be made, resi­
dents did report squirrel hunters carrying out "young tur­
keys" from the Big Muddy River bottoms in Jackson County 
which would indicate some poaching losses did occur. In as 
much as early poult losses can be quite high, additional 
losses to poachers need to be minimized. 
The relationship between productivity and mortality 
factors is critical to turkey management. Further studies 
must be carried out to determine the importance of rainfall 
to early brood survival and the contribution of "second-nest" 
broods to fall populations. To acquire these data, I recom­
mend that brood studies be made each year. Brood counts 
should begin shortly after June 1 and end September 1. The 
June date would correspond with the peak of hatching and the 
September shut-off would eliminate the problem of differen­
tiating gobblers of the year and adult hens ( McDowell 1956) . 
Proper management of wild turkey must also include 
some measure of population density and distribution. Mosby 
(1967) is of the opinion that there is no reliable way to 
determine to tal numbers of wild turkey in a given year. 
Therefo re, indices mus t  be utilized to monito r population 
changes . Sex and age ratios from kill records have been 
20 
used by McDowell ( 19 5 6 )  in Virginia and Powel l  ( 1965) in 
Florida . Such data are precluded in Ill inois due to the very 
recent beginning of a gobbler only hunting s eason. Counts 
of call ing male have been used as indices of population 
changes in ring-necked pheas ant ( Phas ianus co lchicus ) 
( Robertson 19 5 8) , ruffed grouse ( Bonas a urnbellus ) (Ammann and 
Ryel 1963)  and bobwhite quail ( Colinus virginianus) ( Bennitt 
19 5 1 ) .  Spring counts of gobbling male turkeys have been 
us ed in Missouri ( Dalke e t  al 1946 ) and are recommended in 
the southern Appal achian and Cumberl and P lateau ( Ho lbrook 
and Lewis 1967 ) fo r determining population trends . This 
management too l  repres ents a very feasible way to monitor 
turkey population changes in southern Illinois and should be 
incorporated into the overall turkey management program. 
Roads ide counts by rural mail carriers have been us ed 
to obtain a yearly index of pheas ant popul ations ( Greeley 
et al 1962 ) ,  express ing the res.ults in birds seen per 10 0 
miles driven . This method, however, failed to produce suf­
ficiently reliable data on the brood production to be us ed 
as an index ( Roberts on 1958) . The limited turkey data 
gathered from the rural mail carriers implies that this 
method of determining rel ative abundance is uns atisfactory 
for Il lino is turkeys . The s carcity of ro ads ide s ightings 
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by the carriers sugges ts the ( 1 )  populations are not high 
enough in these areas to force the birds onto the roadsides, 
( 2 )  the birds are mos t  reluctant to approach the ro ads ides 
covered in this part of the s tudy, or ( 3 )  the participating 
carriers were no t "thinking turkey" while on their routes. 
Since one route driven by the author resul ted in an average 
o f  12.3 adults and 7 . 9  poults s een per 10 0 miles driven, the 
third point would appear to define the probl em mos t  accur­
ately. I recommend that this one route be censused annually 
as an index route ; and, furthermore, the mail carriers be 
asked to participate again--but only for a period of one o r  
two weeks. Resul ts from thes e two s tudies should determine, 
once and for all, the feas ibility of roadside censusing of 
wild turkey in southern Illinois. 
The mos t  readily available sources of information on 
the s tatus of the wild turkey in southern Illinois are the 
farmers and res idents of the area. Leopold and Dalke ( 1943 ) ,  
and Mosby and Handley ( 1943) us ed resident interviews to 
determine the dis tribution and dens ity of wild turkeys in 
Mis souri and Virginia, respectively. · ·  Robertson ( 19 5 8 )  
utilized interviews to obtain similar information on the 
ring-necked pheas ant in Illinois. The s ize of the turkey 
and the ubiquity of the Ozark people s aid Leopold and Dalke 
( 1943 ) ,  make resident censusing in Mis s ouri feasible and 
reliable. The rural popul ace within the turkey range in 
southern Illinois is very much aware of the extent and 
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habits of the wildlife in their area and is usually willing 
to provide infonnation to interested people. Due to these 
conditions, I feel that periodic resident interviews, used 
to supplement census routes and gobbling counts, represents 
the most feasible and reliable methods to monitor the dis­
tribution and relative abundance of wild turkey in southern 
Illinois. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
The original range of wild turkeys (Meleagris gallo­
pavo) in the United States was generally from the east coast 
and Gulf of Mexico through the central states as far west as 
Arizona, and as far north as the southern Great Lakes (Mosby 
1959; Aldrich 1967) . The turkey has been of great dietary 
importance to the people of the United States since pre­
historic times and no other bird could compare with the 
turkey in importance to the early settlers of North America 
(Aldrich 1967). With colonial expansion in North America, 
the eastern wild turkey (M. g. silvestris) disappeared from 
much of its original range due to the exploitation of both 
the bird and its habitat and possibly the introduction of the 
protozoan (Histomonas melea,gridis) infection known as "black­
head" may have further contributed to the decline of turkey 
populations (Aldrich 1967) . 
Leopold and Dalke (1943) state that unfavorable land 
use practices and/or illegal hunting were the major factors 
contributing to the decline of the eastern wild turkey in 
North America. Specifically, in Missouri, the reduction of 
turkey populations was due to habitat depletion by burning, 
grazing, and over-h arvest of timber (Lewis 1959) . Similarly, 
in Ohio, the elimination of the turkey was due to lumbering 
of hardwood forests, farming and mining of hillsides, ex­
panding human populations and continual hunting pressure 
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( S ickels 1959) . 
The habitat needs of the wild turkey have been well 
documented . Shaw ( 1959) s tated that the primary ingredient 
for wild turkey was a great deal of timberland without much 
human interference and that much of the credit for optimism 
in turkey management goes to "thos e  who have had the s ens e 
to s et as ide pub l icly owned fores t l ands . "  Thes e l ands will 
provide a great deal of the turkey hab itat where l ong term 
practices are are to be s tarted ( Sh aw 1959) . Latham ( 1956) 
and Donoho e and McKibben ( 1970) emphas ize the importance of 
available water, s ufficient food and fores t openings in o rder 
to have good production. Fores t o penings are util ized fo r 
nes ting , feeding , dus ting and as a route to o ther portions 
of the range (Wheeler 1948) . Minimum acreage devoted to 
such cl earings in optimum habitat should be 5-10% (Latham 
1956; Wheeler 1948) . Bailey and Rinel l ( 1967) , commenting 
on the importance of clearings to turkey populations , s aid 
that s o  much had been written on the value of clearings that 
they would make no attempt to l is t  autho rs on the subject. 
Hab itat requirements are des cribed by Wheeler ( 1948) 
as areas containing "a well watered , fores ted area that is 
compos ed of a variety of timber types of which 50% is hard­
wood ( one-half of which is oak )  that is broken by wel l  dis ­
pers ed fo res t clearings that support rank growths o f  native 
gras s es , legumes , and plants producing s uccul ent fruits ." 
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Latham ( 1956) and Wheeler ( 1948) es timated that 5, 000 to 
50, 000 acres were required to support huntable turkey popu­
lations in Penns ylvania and Alabama , respectively. However , 
Bailey and Rinell ( 1968) cite areas in New York which harbor 
huntable populations in dairy areas with mos t woodlots 
covering less than 250 acres . 
Dalke et al (1946) examined areas of fores ted lands 
and "bald: country in Mis souri and found that the mos t 
productive areas contained 70-95% fores ts on one primary 
s oil type . They felt that 65% woodland was the minimum for 
acceptab le turkey range in Miss ouri. Lindzey (1967) relates 
that it was orig inally thought that the only acceptable 
turkey range was mature open fores t ,  but that now birds are 
found in areas ranging from virg in timber to late s apling 
s tate and even in wood lots . He goes on to s ay that although 
turkey can and do survive in a variety of vegetation and 
feeding conditions , "preferred s ituations at the fores t edge 
appear of importance where there is suitable fores t habitat 
at hand . "  
Bailey and Rinell ( 1968) s tate that water , although a 
dailey requirement, is not a factor in limiting turkeys 
except in conditions of extreme drought. Generalizing the 
importance of water to wild turkey populations , Kors chgen 
(1967) s tated that "water is es s ential to g ood _turkey range 
•••• 
The general cons ensus is that free water is neces s ary 
during the warmer months and that snow s erves as an adequate 
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source during the winter. Water quality does not appear to 
be a critical factor so long as some is available within the 
daily range of the birds. Turkeys of the eastern United 
States easily obtain water in streams, lakes, ponds, springs, 
seeps, or shallow depressions, even in late summer." 
Disturbances within turkey range, both from grazing 
animals and human populations, should be kept at a minimum 
for good turkey productions (Lay 1959). The fact that the 
turkey is rather intolerant of man dictates that worth­
while populations will exist only in wilderness or near 
wilderness areas (Bailey and Rinell 1968). According to 
Jantzen (1959), human disturbances including logging, set­
tling, recreation, farming, and ranching, greatly reduce 
suitable habitat for Merriam's turkey (M. g. merriami). 
Disturbances and habitat reduction caused by the logging 
industry are being some what controlled by guidelines and 
practices established by the u. s. Forest Service in the 
national forests (Shaw 1959). Mosby and Handley (1943) 
found that logging is not necessarily harmful to turkey 
populations 1 if such operations do not cover large areas or 
remove too much timber. However, Dalke et al (1946) noted 
that turkeys "invariably" deserted areas being actively 
logged. 
Livestock grazing has been greatly harmful to turkey 
range in Missouri (Dalke et al. 1946). High deer populations 
may be competitive enough to limit turkey populations 
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(Lewis 1967) . However, Markley ( 1967) indicates that s tud­
ies have shown that interspecific competition has compen­
s ating factors which tend to minimize the effect . 
Predation s eems not to be an impo rtant limiting factor 
to turkey populations under normal conditions ( Dalke et al . 
1946 ; Wheeler 1948 ;  Bailey and Rinell 1968) . Davis ( 19 5 9) 
lis ts raccoon, skunk, o pos sum, s nakes, crow, fox, cattle, 
hogs and dogs as des troyers of nes t sites in Alabama. The 
addition of the wildcat ( Wheeler 1948) , coyote ( Dalke et al. 
1946) and birds of prey ( Wheeler 1948) would provide an 
accurate compilation of predators of the wild turkey. At 
wors t, predation can be a majo r f actor affecting nes ting 
s ucces s ( Davis 1949) , while at bes t it appears to benefit 
the population as a whole by the removal of dis eas ed or 
weak s tock .  Wheeler ( 19 48) found that predation can be a 
more important facto r during flood conditions as birds are 
forced to congregate on higher ground and, thereby, in-
. creasing vulnerability to predation. 
Reproduction 
The reproductive pro cess begins in late winter or 
early s pring ( Wheeler 1948) . Bailey and Rinell ( 1968) lis t 
the chronological order of the reproductive pro ces s as gob­
bling, mating, egg laying, incubation and care of the young. 
Gobbling, and hence the beginning of the mating· s eason, is 
influenced considerably by climatic conditions ( Wheeler 1948) 
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and increas ing daylength ( Bailey and Rinel l  1967; Bailey 
1967) . Gobbl ing may occur during warm s pells in l ate winter 
( Dalke et al . 1946; Wheeler 1948) or when a gobb l er is 
s tartled or curious ( Bailey and Rinel l  1968) . As a function 
of the reproductive proces s , gobb l ing beg ins about the l as t  
of March in Mis s ouri ( Dal ke et al . 1946) and Wes t Virginia 
( Bailey and Rinell 1968) and about two weeks earlier in 
Al abama ( Wheel er 1948). The peak of vocal ization o ccurs 
abo ut the firs t week of April in Al abama ( Wheeler 1948) , 
the middle of April in the Virginias and Ohio ( B ailey and 
Rinell 1968) and the l as t  of April in Mis souri ( Dalke et al . 
1946) . The end of the gobbling s eason is near the firs t of 
June in Wes t Virginia ( Bailey and Rinell 1968) and Mis souri 
( Dal ke et al . 1946) 
Res ponding to the gobbl ing , the hen s eeks out the mal e 
( Wheeler 1948; Bailey and Rinel l  1968) . Fo llowing gobbler­
hen contact , a well do cumented s eries of s timulus -respons e 
actions resul t in the completion of courtship ( Bailey 1967) . 
Laying begins before the compl ete d is intergration of 
winter flocks ( Dalke et al. 1946) , but is determined some­
what by the climatic conditions of the 's eason ( Wheeler 
1948) . Bailey and Rinel l ( 1967) place the beginning of egg 
laying in mid-April and clutch completion earl y in May in 
Penns ylvania and Wes t Virginia. Mosby and Handiey ( 1943) 
determined that about 1� days are needed to l ay one egg , 
with mos t  eggs being l aid in the morning . McDowel l ( 1956) 
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found that, in Virginia , 34 wild turkey nes ts contained an 
average of 12.3 eggs . Mosby and Handley ( 1943) reported 
averages of 10. 7 and 12. 2  eggs per clutch in the s ame s tate. 
Dalke et al . (1946) found averag e  clutch s ize in Mis souri to 
be 7. 4 and 11. 0  in 31 and 25 clutches , respectively.  
Incubation, acco rd ing to Bail ey and Rinell ( 1967) 
usuall y  s tarts in May in the eas tern s tates and mos t  young 
hatch about June 1. Incub ation requires 28 days ( Dalke 
et al . 1946; Wheeler 1948) and beg ins when the clutch is 
nearly completed. During hatching , the hen wil l keep the 
earlies t poults from leaving the nes t ( Bailey and Rinell 
1968). Of nes ts attempted , 35.1% in Virginia ( McDowell 
1956) , 37. 9% in Mis souri ( Dalke et al . 1946) and 50. 0% in 
Alabama ( Wheeler 1948) resulted in broods produced . The 
hen and her brood remain on the ground until the young are 
c apabl e of fl ying to a low roos t--usuall y  about two weeks 
after hatching ( Wheeler 1948; Bailey and Rinell 1968). At 
three weeks the poults are des cribed b y  Bailey and Rinell 
( 1968) as "s trong flyers . "  
McDowel l  ( 1956) examined 316 wild turkey eggs from 
firs t nes ting attempts and reported that 96.8% were fertile 
and 93. 0% hatched . "Re -nes ting do es occur but a large number 
of unsucces s ful hens will no t attempt a s econd nes t--as 
indicated by the increas ing number of poultles s _hens s een 
following the peak of nes ting (Wheeler 1948) . Although 
capable of retaining enough viabl e s perm as long as 56 days 
to fertilize a second clutch (Bailey and Rinell 1968), hens 
with second nests are usually less fertile (Latham 1956; 
Davis 1949). 
Average brood sizes in West Virginia (McDowell 1956) 
and Missouri (Dalke et al. 1946) were noted to decline as 
follows: 
May 
June 
July 
August 
September 
West Virginia 
10.9 
10.8 
9.2 
8.5 
8.5 
Missouri 
9.6 
8.8 
8.1 
7. 7 
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Wheeler (1948) reported that July brood sizes of Alabama 
turkeys in 1943 and 1944 and 1945 were 5.01 4.9 and 4.5 
respectively. Dalke et al. (1946) stated that " ••• by 
September, broods ha:ve lost about 20% of their June numbers. 
This, however, is not a full measure of juvenal mortality 
since it takes no cognizance of broods that have been com­
pletely decimated." The number of poults per brood is quite 
variable (Bailey and Rinell 1968), generally numbering from 
1 to 15. Multiple broods, those accompanied by more than 
one hen, are described by Bailey and Rinell (1968) and 
McDowell (1956). This fact makes the task of obtaining 
accurate data on the number of poults per brood very dif­
ficult (Bailey and Rinell 1968). McDowell (1956) used only 
broods accompanied by a single hen to compute average 
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monthly brood s iz es in Virg inia to minimize inaccurate bro od 
counts . As a further complication , the s easonal growth of 
weeds and other vegetation made many brood obs ervations 
inaccurate and therefore of l ittle value ( Wheeler 1948) . 
Wheeler ( 1948) s tates that the chief caus es for early 
poult mortality are e xposure and exh aus tio n ,  rather than 
predation . He bas es this conclus ion on his obs ervations of 
small poults "s truggl ing " through dew-wet g rass behind the 
hen and their apparent fatigued condition as a resul t of 
this exertio n.  Small poul ts , according to Powell ( 1965) are 
very vulnerable to heavy rains and may drown if no t pro ­
tected by the hen. Donohoe et al . ( 1968) obse rved that two 
newl y hatched poults were killed when the h en apparently 
s tepped on them prior to leaving the nes t for the firs t time. 
Mortality_is greates t during the two weeks fo llowing hatching 
and continues to b e  high for the firs t s ix weeks ( Wheeler 
1948) . Once the s ixth week has p as s ed ,  it is probable that 
the poults will reach maturity ( Wheeler 1948) . Over-all 
poul t mortal ity wil l  l ikely averag e  20-25% ( Mosby 1967) 
from June to S eptember. 
Aging 
Techniques for ag ing turkey poults have been des cribed 
by Knoder ( 1959) and Nixon ( 1962) . The Nixon ( 1962) s tudy 
is accompanied by verb al des criptions and pho tographs and 
provides an excel l ent guide for ag ing poults s een in the 
field. 
10 
Po pulation S tudy 
Determination of the dens i ty of a wild turkey popula­
tion is difficult due to their s ecretive nature and woodland 
habitat ( Bus s 1947) . Mosby ( 1967) is , in fact , of the 
opinion that there is no reliable way to determine to tal 
numbers of eas tern wild turkeys in a given area. Data con­
cerning the nymerical s tatus of turkey populations may be 
obtained by pure es timates , map plotting of field evidence ,  
band returns and hunter harves t indices ( Mosby 1967) . 
Leopo ld and Dalke ( 1943) determined the dis tribution and 
abundance of Mis s ouri turkey populations by information sup­
pli ed by res idents and government emplo yees invo lved with 
the game program. They felt that this method was applicable 
becaus e ( 1) the turkey was a large and cons picuous game bird 
in which practically everyone take interes t; ( 2) turkeys 
habitually form s table winter flocks whi ch loc alize their 
activities on well-defined winter territo ries ; ( 3) its 
population dens ity is rarely such as to caus e confus ion in 
identifying individual flocks ; ( 4) the Ozark hill people 
live in practically every ho llow and corner of the turkey 
range and the turkey flocks . 
S tructural changes in populations can be measured 
through nes ting s tudies , brood counts , banding and kill 
examinations ( Mosby 1967) . Indices of mortality, natality 
and move ment may be es tablished by the knowledge and us e of 
the percentage of the young in the fall population , the.ratio 
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of immature birds and adult hens and immature to adult 
ratios ( Mosby 1967) . DeArment ( 19 5 9 ) us ed random s ampl es of 
populations on roo s ts to obtain hen:poul t ratios to measure 
changes in Merriam's turkey popul ations . He added that 
productivity can be me asured by henipoul t ratios obtained 
by obs ervations along s tandardized census routes. Produc­
tivity in Virginia ( McDowel l  19 5 6) and Florida ( Powell 1965 ) 
was es timated by determining the ratio of adul t females to 
juveniles killed in the fal l harvest.  
McDowel l  ( 19 5 6) us ed count data to determine "the 
exis tence or non-exis tence of a popul ation decline and the 
possibil ity of abnormal brood los s es in Virgini a." He 
measured productivi ty in Virginia by determining brood sizes 
of broods accompanied by a sing l e  hen . He did so becaus e 
"such broods afford the only sound data for s uch computation 
and adds that obs ervations were dis continued at the end of 
S eptember due to the difficulty in accurately identifying 
the o l d  hens from the young gobblers of the brood. 
Counts of cal ling mal e birds have been us ed as indices 
of ring-necked pheas ant ( Phas ianus co lchicus) ( Robertson 
19 58) 1  ruffed grous e ( Bonas a  umbellus ) ·(Ammann and Ryel 1963) 
and Bob-white quail - ( Colinus virgini anus) ( Bennitt 195 1) . 
Spring counts of gobbling males along measured routes 
have been us ed as an index of changes in turkey popul ations 
in Mis s ouri ( Dalke et al . 19 46) and the southern Appal achian 
and Cumberland Pl ate au region of the eas tern United S tates 
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( Holbrook and Lewis 1967) . 
Res to cking 
E arly efforts to res tock the wild turkey were limited 
to releas es of pen-rai s ed ( game farm) birds due to the l ack 
of any effective and efficient means to obtain wild s tock 
( Lewis 1967) . Game farm releas es have been dis credited by 
mos t  authorities fo r res tocking purpo s es . In summarizing 
reports given at the Fir s t  National Wild Turkey Sympo s i um, 
Foote ( 1959) expres s ed the cons ensus of the group on the 
value of pen-rais ed turkey releas es : "S ickels , Hardy 
Gilpin and o thers have presented crys tal clear evidence of 
the futility of playing with game farm stock when res tora­
tion is the objective . Why some s tates continue • • •  is almos t  
beyond my comprehens ion . S tarker Leopo ld s eemed to have 
discovered the bas ic reas ons in 1944, and Knoder ' s  corro­
borative evidence should prove to be the death knell of 
us ing g ame farm s tock . "  The pres ent us e o f  game fann re­
leas es is res tricted to thos e  ins tances where the objective 
is to s upplement a low breeding population . or to provide 
more " targets " for the hunter ( Bailey and Rinell 1967) . 
Inves tigations by Leopo ld ( 1944) and Knoder ( 1959) found 
s ignificant inherited differences in wild s to ck and pre­
rais ed birds which effectively s e lect ag ains t wild trai ts 
in captivi ty and pen-rais ed traits in the wild . · Thes e 
differences are enough to caus e the failures of pen-rais ed 
birds to become s uccessfully es tablished when released in 
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even optimum conditions . 
The perfection of a cannon proj ected net ,  o riginally 
des igned for capturing waterfowl , for us e with wild turkey 
is widely credited wi th providing the des irable wild s to ck 
fo r re-s tocking efforts ( Lewis 195 9 ; Gilpin 195 9 ;  Lewis 
19 6 7 ) . Shaffer and Gwynn ( 19 6 7 )  sununarized the impo rtance 
o f  the cannon net by s tating that its development h as ' been 
the mos t  significant management technique developed for the 
perpetuation of the turkey, and as a result of this method 
of l ive-trapping and res tocking turkeys now flourish in 
areas where they h ad dis appeared many years ago .  
Turkey in Illinois 
Illinois was well within the original geographic range 
of the eas tern wild turkey given by Aldrich ( 19 6 7 ) . Fo res ted 
areas in the s tate apparently supported large popul ations 
(Wright 19 15 ) . However , the l as t  native wil d  turkeys were 
believed killed in 19 0 3  ( Felger 19 0 9 ) .  Reasons for the 
decl ine were the s ame as on the national bas is . Habitat 
des truction by lumbering , mining , grazing , farming and 
clearing coupled with excess ive hunting pressure over long 
periods of time el�inated the turkey from much of its range 
and reduced it in o thers (Leo pold and Dalke 194 3 ; Lewis 195 9 ;  
S ickels 195 9 ;  Markley 196 7 ;  S ha£fer and Gwynn 19 6 7) . 
Portions of the s outhern Illinois counties making up 
the Shawnee National Fores t s till contain the phys ical and 
bio tic conditions suited to the eas tern wild turkey 
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( Hendricks 1969) . Efforts to re-introduce the wild turkey 
were begun in southern Illino is in 193 5 1 j us tified by their 
aesthetic and economic value to the area ( Hendricks 1969) . 
The U .  s .  Fores t S ervice released an uns pecified number of 
pen-rais ed birds in the P ine Hills region of Jackson County 
( Hendricks 1969) . The Il l ino is Department of Cons ervation 
releas ed "thous ands of game farm turkeys in southern Illi­
no is between 1954 and 195 8 ( Calhoun 1966) . All such releas es 
were judged by C alhoun ( 1966) and Hendricks ( 1969) to be 
failures . 
Wild-trapped turkeys were firs t rel eas ed in Illino is 
in January of 1959 ( Calhoun 1966). Between 1959 and 1964, 
wild-trapped turkeys from Mis s is s ippi, Arkans as and Wes t 
Virginia were rel eas ed in five areas of southern Ill ino is 
( Calhoun 1966) and became the nucleus of an es tab l ished 
population . Hendricks ( 1969) reports additional releas es 
were made in 1966 with wild-trapped s tock from Wes t Virginia. 
The success of thes e wild-trapped rel eas es c an  bes t be 
e videnced by the fact that turkey popul ations were high 
enough in 1970 in Al exander , Jackson and Union Counties to 
warrant the first l eg al s eason on wild turkey s ince their 
dis appearance from the s tate . 
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